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(57) ABSTRACT

A packaging unit for producing sealed packages from a tube
of a sheet packaging material fed along a feed path having a
first axis; unit comprises: jaws movable cyclically along path
between a seal position in which they grip and seal tube to
form sealing bands of packages, and a rest position in which
they are detached from tube; and folding flaps fitted movably
to jaws; folding flaps are movable between: an open position
in which they are detached from tube, and a fully closed
position in which they cooperate with tube for forming folded
flaps in package; the jaws are also cyclically movable in an
intermediate position, which is arranged between rest posi-
tion and seal position; folding flaps are movable relative to the
jaws into a partly closed position, which is arranged between
open position and fully closed position, when the jaws are set
in intermediate position.

19 Claims, 12 Drawing Sheets
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1
PACKAGING UNIT AND METHOD FOR
PRODUCING SEALED PACKAGES

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a packaging unit for pro-
ducing sealed packages from a tube of a sheet packaging
material.

The present invention also relates to a method of producing
sealed packages from a tube of a sheet packaging material.

BACKGROUND ART

Many food products, such as fruit juice, pasteurized or
UHT (ultra-high-temperature treated) milk, wine, tomato
sauce, etc., are sold in packages made of sterilized packaging
material.

A typical example of this type of package is the parallel-
epiped-shaped package for liquid or pourable food products
known as Tetra Brik Aseptic (registered trademark), which is
made by folding and sealing laminated band packaging mate-
rial.

The packaging material has a multilayer structure substan-
tially comprising a base layer for stiffness and strength, which
may be defined by a layer of fibrous material, e.g. paper, or
mineral-filled polypropylene material; and a number of layers
of heat-seal plastic material, e.g. polyethylene film, covering
both sides of the base layer.

In the case of aseptic packages for long-storage products,
such as UHT milk, the packaging material also comprises a
layer of gas- and light-barrier material, e.g. aluminium foil or
ethyl vinyl alcohol (EVOH) film, which is superimposed on a
layer of heat-seal plastic material, and is in turn covered with
another layer of heat-seal plastic material forming the inner
face of the package eventually contacting the food product.

As is known, packages of this sort are produced on fully
automatic packaging units, on which a continuous tube is
formed from the web-fed packaging material; the web of
packaging material is sterilized in the packaging unit, e.g. by
applying a chemical sterilizing agent such as a hydrogen
peroxide solution, which is subsequently removed, e.g. by
heating and evaporation, from the surfaces of the packaging
material.

The sterilized web is maintained in a closed, sterile envi-
ronment, and is folded into a cylinder. In particular, the oppo-
site lateral edges of the cylinder are overlapped and sealed to
form a longitudinal sealing band of the tube.

The tube is fed in a vertical direction parallel to its axis, and
is filled continuously with the sterilized or sterile-processed
food product.

Packaging units are known which interact with the tube to
heat seal it at equally spaced cross sections to form a series of
pillow packages connected to one another and by transverse
sealing bands, i.e. extending in a direction perpendicular to
the feed direction of the tube.

More specifically, the unit comprises two forming assem-
blies movable along respective runners and which interact
cyclically and successively with the tube to heat seal the
packaging material of the tube.

Each forming assembly comprises a slide movable back
and forth along the respective runner; and two jaws hinged at
the bottom to the respective slide, and movable between a seal
position cooperating with the tube to heat seal it, and a rest
position detached from the tube.

The movements of the forming assemblies are offset by a
half-period: the slide of one forming assembly moves
upwards with its jaws in the rest position, as the slide of the
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other forming assembly moves downwards with its jaws in
the seal position to prevent collision and interference.

The jaws of each forming assembly have respective sealing
members which cooperate with opposite sides of the tube and
comprise, for example, a heating member, and an elastomeric
member for providing mechanical support to grip the tube to
the required pressure.

Each forming assembly also comprises two forming mem-
bers comprising respective forming half-shells hinged to the
respective jaws.

Each pair of forming half-shells moves cyclically between
anopen position detached from the tube, and a closed position
contacting the tube to fold it between two consecutive sealing
sections and so define and control the volume of the package
being formed.

More specifically, the sealing members of a first forming
assembly seal the package at a bottom sealing band thereof,
and the half-shells of the first forming assembly control the
volume of the package being formed, and the sealing mem-
bers of the second forming assembly seal the package at top
sealing band thereof.

Known packaging unit also comprises, as shown for
example in EP-A-1445196, for each forming assembly, a pair
of folding flaps movably fitted to one of the jaw of the corre-
sponding forming assembly and adapted to form triangular
flaps at the bottom corners of the pillow packages.

In particular, when the jaws of each forming assembly are
in the respective seal position, the relative folding flaps move
between:

an open position, in which they are detached from the tube;

and

a closed position, in which they cooperate with the tube, so

as to form the triangular flaps at the bottom corners of the
pillow packages.

In other words, the folding flaps move for the same angle
both:

from the open position to the closed position before that the

sealing band is formed; and

from the closed position to the open position, once that the

sealing band is formed so as to release the formed pack-
age.

Though highly reliable and efficient, the above-described
packaging unit leave room for further improvement.

As a matter of fact, increasing use is made of ultrasonic
sealing devices, which substantially comprise a mechanical-
vibration generator or sonotrode and an anvil—known for
example from EP-B-615907 in the name of the same Appli-
cant—fitted to respective jaws of each pair and which coop-
erate with each other to heat the packaging material by means
of ultrasonic vibrations.

Ultrasonic sealing device are especially used when the
packaging unit is required to form packages with no layer of
aluminium or other electrically conductive materials.

When the ultrasonic sealing device is used, the sealing
members of the first forming assembly move further down-
ward, with respect to the sealing members of the second
sealing assembly, after that the transversal sealing band is
formed, in order to avoid interference.

This further downward movement may induce stretching
on the formed package, which has its top sealing band still
retained by the sealing members of the second sealing mem-
ber, and its bottom sealing band and triangular flaps poten-
tially interfering with the folding flaps of the sealing member
of the first folding assembly, especially when the packaging
material is stiff.

As aresult of this tendency and of the prolonged stretching
action, there is thus the risk that the folding flaps in the open
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position could collide with the triangular flaps of the package
in formation, thus causing the package to swing or to be
damaged.

The Applicant has recognized that, in order to avoid this
collision, the optimal solution would be moving the folding
flaps for a higher first angle between the closed position and
the open position, thus mitigating the risk of interference with
the transversal sealing band and the triangular flaps.

However, this higher first angle between the closed posi-
tion and the open position could generate some drawbacks,
when the folding flaps move from the open position to the
closed position and when the sealing members close on the
tube to form the transversal sealing bands.

As a matter of fact, the Applicant has also recognized that
a smaller second angle between the open position and closed
position of the folding flaps would be optimal to contain the
risk that the tube of packaging material twists about it own
axis when the sealing members close on the tube to form the
transversal sealing bands.

This twisting could render unstable the overlapping of the
edges of tube intended to form the longitudinal sealing band,
during the formation of this longitudinal sealing band of the
tube.

Furthermore, a smaller second angle between the open
position and the closed position of the folding flaps would be
optimal for holding the tube during the formation of the
package, thus avoiding the risk of cracking the areas of the
packaging material close to the transversal sealing bands
and/or the bending of opposite lateral edges of the transversal
sealing bands.

A need is felt within the industry to obtain a packaging unit
which is particularly flexible as regards to the movement of
the folding flaps between the relative open positions and
closed positions, so as to properly form, for example, pack-
ages from particularly stiff packaging material and/or by
using ultrasonic sealing device for forming the transverse
sealing bands.

It is an object of the present invention to provide a pack-
aging unit for producing sealed packages from a tube of a
sheet packaging material, designed to meet the above require-
ments in a straightforward, low-cost manner.

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION

According to the present invention, there is provided a
packaging unit for producing sealed packages, as claimed in
claim 1.

According to the present invention, there is also provided a
method for producing sealed packages, as claimed in claim
11.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

A preferred, non-limiting embodiment of the present
invention will be described by way of example with reference
to the accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 shows a view in perspective, with parts removed for
clarity, of a packaging unit for producing packages of a food
product pourable into a tube of packaging material;

FIGS. 2 to 5 show in a larger-scale respective components
of the unit of FIG. 1 unit;

FIGS. 6 to 9 shows consecutive steps of the work-cycle of
the unit of FIGS. 1 to 5;

FIG. 10 shows further components of the unit of FIG. 1 in
the position shown in FIG. 6;

FIG. 11 shows a package formed by the unit of FIGS. 1 to
10; and
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FIG. 12 schematically shows the folding action carried out
by some components of the unit of FIGS. 1 to 9.

BEST MODE OF CARRYING OUT THE
INVENTION

Number 1 in FIG. 1 indicates as a whole a packaging unit
for producing sealed packages 3 (FIGS. 1, 11 and 12) of a
food product from a tube 2 of sheet packaging material.

Unit 1 preferably produces sealed packages 3 of a pourable
food product, such as pasteurized or UHT milk, fruit juice,
wine, etc.

Unit 1 may also produce sealed packages 3 of a food
product which is pourable into tube 2 when producing pack-
ages 3, and sets after packages 3 are sealed. One example of
such a food product is a portion of cheese, which is melted
when producing packages 3, and sets after packages 3 are
sealed.

The packaging material has a multilayer structure (not
shown) and comprises a layer of fibrous material, normally
paper, covered on both sides with respective layers of heat-
seal plastic material, e.g. polyethylene. In the case of aseptic
packages for long-storage products, such as UHT milk, the
packaging material also comprises a layer of gas- and light-
barrier material, e.g. aluminium foil or ethyl vinyl alcohol
(EVOH) film, which is superimposed on a layer of heat-seal
plastic material, and is in turn covered with another layer of
heat-seal plastic material forming the inner face of package 3
eventually contacting the food product.

Tube 2 is formed in known manner by longitudinally fold-
ing and sealing a web (not shown) of heat-seal sheet material,
is filled by a fill pipe (not shown) with the sterilized or sterile-
processed food product for packaging, and is fed, in known
manner not shown, along a vertical path P having a vertical
portion indicated by an axis A in FIG. 1.

Unit 1 comprises two forming assemblies 6, 6' which move
along respective vertical cylindrical runners 5, 5' symmetrical
with respect to axis A, and interact cyclically with tube 2 to
grip and heat seal it along respective equally spaced cross
sections crosswise to axis A, to form a number of pillow
packages 3 (FIG. 11).

With reference to FIG. 11, a longitudinal sealing band 44,
formed to produce tube 2 of packaging material from the web
folded into a cylinder, extends along one side of each package
3, which is closed at the opposite ends by respective trans-
verse sealing bands 45, 46 perpendicular to and joined to
longitudinal sealing band 44.

Each package 3 has an axis Q parallel to a main portion of
longitudinal sealing band 44, and comprises a parallelepiped-
shaped main portion 47; and opposite, respectively top and
bottom, end portions 48, 49 tapering from main portion 47
towards respective transverse sealing bands 45, 46.

More specifically, main portion 47 of each package 3 is
bounded laterally by two flat rectangular walls 50a, 505 par-
allel to each other and to axis Q, and by two flat rectangular
walls 51 extending perpendicularly between walls 50qa, 504.

Each end portion 48, 49 is defined by two walls 52, each
substantially in the form of an isosceles trapezium, and which
slope slightly towards each other with respect to a plane
perpendicular to axis Q, and have minor edges defined by
respective end edges of walls 50a, 505 of portion 47, and
major edges joined to each other by respective sealing band
45, 46.

As shown clearly in FIG. 11, longitudinal sealing band 44
extends between transverse sealing bands 45 and 46, and
along the whole of one wall 504, 505 and the corresponding
walls 52 on the same side as wall 50a, 505.
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Each sealing band 45, 46 forms a respective substantially
elongated rectangular end tab 53, 54 projecting in the direc-
tion of axis Q from relative package 3.

Furthermore, each sealing band 45, 46 form two substan-
tially triangular flaps 55, 56 projecting laterally on opposite
sides of main portion 47 and defined by end portions of
relative walls 52 and by corresponding triangular end por-
tions of walls 51.

In particular, flaps 55, 56 are arranged at the top of bottom
corners of each package 3.

Being known and identical, only one of assemblies 6, 6'
(assembly 6) is described below, identical or corresponding
parts of assemblies 6, 6' being indicated in the drawings using
the same reference numbers.

Assembly 6 (FIGS. 1 and 2) substantially comprises:

a slide 7 which runs up and down respective runner 5 in a

direction parallel to axis A; and

two jaws 8a, 85 which are hinged at the bottom to slide 7

about respective horizontal axes B perpendicular to axis
A and are located on opposite sides of tube 2.

In detail, jaws 8a, 86 rotate about respective axes B
between:

a seal position in which they grip and seal tube 2;

one or a plurality of intermediate position; and

arest position (shown in FIGS. 1 and 2), in which they are

furthest away from tube 2, and in which corresponding
points of the jaws 8a, 8b are furthest apart in a direction
perpendicular to axis A.

Jaws 8a, 8b stop both in the seal position and in the rest
position.

In the embodiment shown, jaws 8a, 856 do not arrest in any
one of the intermediate positions, but simply slow down at a
plurality of the intermediate position.

Alternatively, jaws 8a, 85 could stop in a given intermedi-
ate position.

The reciprocating movement of slides 7 and opening/clos-
ing movement of jaws 8a, 85 are controlled, in known manner
notdescribed, by pairs of vertical rods (not described in detail
in the present description) in turn controlled by rotary cams or
servomotors.

Jaws 8a, 85 therefore perform a translatory movement
parallel to axis A by virtue of the up and down movement of
slide 7; and an opening and closing movement onto tube 2 of
packaging material by rotating about respective hinge axes B
with respect to slide 7, and which is superimposed on the
vertical up and down translatory movement of slide 7.

More specifically, each jaw 8a, 85 comprises:

a base portion 10 hinged at its bottom end, about respective

axis B, to a bottom portion of slide 7; and

an arm 11 which interacts with tube 2, is connected to

portion 10, and extends along a direction Z which is
perpendicular to axis A.

Jaws 8a, 85 (84, 8b') travel along respective paths in offset
manner, so that arms 11 (11') of jaws 8a, 856 (84', 85') moving
down along sealing stroke in the seal position pass between
arms 11' (11) of jaws 8a', 8%' (84, 85) moving back up along
return stroke in the rest position.

Assembly 6 also comprises a first fastener 12aq fitted inte-
grally to one end of arm 11 of one of jaws 8a, 8b; a second
fastener 125 hinged to one end of arm 11 of the other jaw 8a,
8b about an axis parallel to axes B; and a hydraulic cylinder
for gripping first and second fasteners 12a, 125 in an engaged
position to keep jaws 8a, 85 in the seal position (FIG. 2).

Portions 10 of jaws 8a, 85 comprise respective sector gears
13 (shown only in FIG. 3) mutually meshing to ensure jaws
8a, 8b rotate by the same angle about respective axes B
between the closed and open position.
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Assembly 6 also comprises a known sealing device 14, for
heat sealing each cross section of tube 2 of packaging material
gripped between relative jaws 8a, 86 to form one of sealing
band 45, 46.

In detail, sealing device 14 of one assembly 6 forms sealing
band 46 at the bottom of package 3 in formation, while the
sealing device 14 of the other assembly 6' forms sealing band
45 at the top of package 3 in formation.

Sealing device 14 substantially comprises a mechanical-
vibration generator or sonotrode 16 fitted to arm 11 of jaw 8a,
and which interacts with tube 2; and an anvil 17 fitted to arm
11 of jaw 8b, and which cooperates with respective active
surfaces of sonotrode 16 to grip and heat seal tube 2 (FIG. 2).

Assembly 6 also comprises two forming half-shells 20
(FIGS. 1 and 2) facing each other on opposite sides of axis A
and hinged to respective jaws 8a, 85 about respective axes
parallel to axes B.

As jaws 8a, 8b travel along the respective paths, half-shells
20 perform a work cycle comprising:

a closing stroke, in which they are moved by two cams 19,
from an open position in which they are detached from
tube 2 to a closed position in which they cooperate with
tube 2;

a volume-control stroke, in which half-shells 20 cooperate
with tube 2 in the closed position; and

a return stroke, in which half-shells 20 are moved in the
open position, by not-shown springs.

Cams 19 (FIG. 1) located on opposite sides of axis A,
extending along axis A and interacting with respective rollers
fitted to half-shells 20.

Assembly 6 also comprises a pair of flaps 21 (FIGS. 3, 6, 7,
8, 9 and 12) fitted movably to jaw 8a, located on either side
and adjacentto tube 2, and symmetrical with respect to axis A.

More specifically, flaps 21 comprise:

respective pins 22 fitted in a rotary manner about respective
axes C through respective holes formed into jaw 8a; and

respective tabs 23 projecting integrally from pins 22 and
which comprise respective flat surfaces interacting with
the packaging material of tube 2.

More specifically, tabs 23 project from relative ends of pins
22 facing tube 2, and so project form relative arm 11 of jaw 8a
on the same side as relative sonotrode 16.

Flaps 21 also comprise (FIG. 10) a pair of respective pins
24 projecting from pins 22 from the side of arm 11 opposite to
tube 2 and extending eccentrically about relative axes C.

Axes C are parallel to each other and substantially orthogo-
nal to extension direction Z of arm 11.

Flaps 21 are movable back and forth between:

an open position (shown in FIG. 6) in which they are
detached from tube 2; and

a fully closed position (shown in FIG. 9) in which they grip
tube 2 and form flaps 56 of each package 3.

Flaps 21 are advantageously movable relative to jaws 8a,
85 in a partly closed position (FIG. 8) which is intermediate
between the open position and fully closed position; flaps 21
are movable in the partly closed position, when jaws 8a, 85
are set in the intermediate position.

In detail, flaps 21:

are arranged in the open position and move together with
jaws 8a, 8b, when jaws 8a, 86 move from the rest posi-
tion to the intermediate position;

move relative to jaws 8a, 86 from the open position to the
partly closed position but not yet contact tube 2, when
jaws 8a, 8b are in the intermediate position;

remain in the partly closed position and move together with
jaws 8a, 8b, when jaws 8a, 86 move from the interme-
diate position to the seal position;
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contact tube 2 in the partly closed position before that jaws
8a, 856 have reached the seal position, so as to control the
shape and/or the orientation of tube 2 and in particular to
prevent tube 2 from twisting about axis A;

move relative to jaws 8a, 86 from the partly closed position
to the fully closed position, after that jaws 8a, 85 have
reached the seal position, so as to form flaps 56; and

move relative to jaws 8a, 85 from the fully closed position
the open position, when jaws 8a, 85 are still in the seal
position.

Due to the fact that jaws 8a, 86 do not stop in the interme-
diate position, flaps 21 move from the open position to the
partly closed position, when jaws 8a, 86 are moving from the
rest position to the seal position.

In particular, flaps 21 stop in anyone of the open position,
partly closed position and fully closed position.

In other words, the movement of flaps 21 is discrete.

With reference to FIG. 12, tab 23 of each flap 21 extends
along a direction D which forms with a direction X orthogo-
nal to axis A:

an angle o, (the projection of which in a plane R defined by
arms 11 of jaws 8a, 85 in the seal position and axis A is
shown in FIG. 12) when flaps 21 are in the open position
and jaw 8a, 86 are in the seal position; and

an angle o, (the projection of which shown in the plane R
is shown in FIG. 12) smaller than angle «;, when flaps
21 are in the partly closed position and jaws 8a, 85 are in
the intermediate position.

Angle o, ranges between 50 and 56 degrees and is prefer-
ably 51 degrees. Angle o, ranges between 77 and 82 degrees
and is preferably 77 degrees.

Directions D, X form an angle a; (see FIG. 12) of about 1
degree, when flaps 21 are in the fully closed position and jaws
8a, 85 are in the seal position.

In particular, angle a; is not null, i.e. direction D is not
perfectly orthogonal to axis A, due to the thickness of the
packaging material.

Due to the fact that flaps 21 move from the open position to
the partly closed position when jaws 8a, 85 move from the
rest position to the intermediate position, angles o, o, do not
lie on plane R.

Due to the fact that flaps 21 move into the closed position,
when jaws 8a, 8b are in the seal position, angles a4 lie on
plane R.

Directions D are orthogonal to axes C of respective flaps
21.

In order to move flaps 21 from the open position to the
partly closed position, and from the partly closed position to
the open position, unit 1 comprises (FIGS. 3 to 10):

an adjustable cam 25 comprising a flat surface 26 which is
adapted to interact with a cam follower 27 operatively
connected to flaps 21;

a device 28 for moving cam 25 along direction X perpen-
dicular to path P, thus causing flaps 21 to move from the
open position to the partly closed position and from the
partly closed position to the fully closed position; and

a mechanism 29, which converts the rotation of cam fol-
lower 27 about an axis L into equal opposite rotations of
flaps 21 about respective axes C, so that flaps 21 are
moved commonly and symmetrically with respect to
path P.

With reference to FIGS. 3 to 8, cam 25 extends substan-

tially parallel to axis A, vertically in the embodiment shown.

Cam 25 is movable along direction X back and forth
between:
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a first position (shown in FIG. 6) in which it is detached
from cam follower 27 along direction X and in which
flaps 21 are in the open position;

a second position (shown in FIG. 8) in which it cooperates
with cam follower 27 and in which flaps 21 are arranged
in the partly closed position; and

a third position (shown in FIG. 9) in which it cooperates
with cam follower 27 and in which flaps 21 are arranged
in the fully closed position.

Direction X is, in particular, orthogonal to surface 26.

In particular, the movement of cam 25 is discrete, i.e. cam
25 stops in anyone of the first position, the second position
and the third position.

Device 28 comprises (FIG. 5):

a motor 30 having an output shaft 31;

a shaft 32 elongated along an axis F orthogonal to path P
and direction X and driven in rotation about axis F by
motor 30; and

a belt 33 interposed between a output shaft 31 and a first
axial end of shaft 32.

In detail, output shaft 31 extends along and rotates about an

axis which is parallel to and staggered from axis F.

Device 28 also comprises a rod 60 which is operatively
connected to cam 25, to shaft 32 and to arod 65 which is fitted
to a fixed part of unit 1.

In detail, device 28 converts the rotation of shaft 32 about
axis F into the translation back and forth of cam 25 along
direction X.

Rod 60 is elongated along axis A and comprises a pair of
disks arranged at respective opposite axial ends of rod 60.

Disks of rod 60 define:

a pair of respective circular surfaces 61, 62 (FIGS. 3 and 4)
arranged on the side of motor 30 and extending about
respective axes G, H; and

a pair of respective circular surfaces 63 (FIG. 4) arranged
on the opposite side of motor 30 and which extend about
respective axes L.

Surface 61 is engaged by a second axial end of shaft 32
opposite to motor 30 and axis G is staggered from and parallel
to axis F.

Surface 62 is engaged by rod 65. Rod 65 extends along an
axis staggered from and parallel to axis H.

With particular reference to FIG. 4, cam 25 comprises a
pair of pins 66, which engage respective surfaces 63 and
extend about relative axes staggered from and parallel to
respective axes L.

In this way, rod 60 is eccentrically mounted on shaft 32 and
rod 65, and cam 25 is eccentrically mounted on rod 60.

Mechanism 29 comprises (FIG. 10):

a lever 70 hinged to portion 10 of jaw 8a about axis L
orthogonal direction Z, and carrying cam follower 27;

a rod 71 parallel to direction Z and partly housed in a
slidable manner within arm 11 of jaw 8a;

an element 72 connected to rod 71 and adapted to cause the
rotation of flaps 21 about respective axes C towards or
away from each other; and

a spring 74 interposed between an enlarged portion 79 of
rod 71 and an abutting element 75 firmly housed within
arm 11 of jaw 8a, and pre-loading rod 71 and element 72
on the opposite side of lever 70.

In greater detail, lever 70 is connected to a block 76, on the

opposite side of axis L relative to cam follower 27.

Rod 71 comprises an axial end 77 housed within and con-
nected to block 76 and an axial end 78, opposite to end 77,
connected to element 72.

Enlarged portion 79 is interposed along direction Z
between ends 77, 78.
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Spring 74 is, in the embodiment shown, helical and extends
parallel to direction Z.
Element 72 is housed within arm 11 of jaw 8a and substan-
tially comprises:
a bar 80 elongated along direction Z and connected to rod
71; and

pair of appendices 81 protruding from bar 80 towards axis
B and defining respective seats 82, 83 engaged by pins
24 of flaps 21.

Pins 24 are eccentrically mounted about axes C of relative
flaps 21 and rotate integrally with flaps 21 about relative axes
C.

In particular, seats 82, 83 are open on the opposite side of
bar 80.

Seat 82 is arranged closer to lever 70 than seat 83.

Seat 82 comprises, proceeding from bar 80 towards the
open side of seat 82 itself:

a curved portion 84 clongated parallel to arm 11 and

engaged by a stop element 85; and

a prismatic portion 86 engaged by pin 24 of flap 21 closer

to lever 70.

In particular, pin 24 engaging portion 86 of seat 82 is
arranged below relative axis C.

Seat 83 is engaged by pin 24 of flap 21 farther from lever
70.

Seat 83 is U-shaped, in the embodiment shown.

In particular, pin 24 engaging seat 83 is arranged above
relative axis C.

As shown in FIGS. 6 and 10, when it is in the first position,
cam 25 does not contact cam follower 27 (FIG. 7). In this
situation, spring 74 pushes rod 71 and element 72 on the
opposite side of lever 70 along direction Z up to when stop
element 85 abuts against the edge of portion 84 of seat 82
closer to lever 70. As a result, flaps 21 are pre-loaded by
spring 74 in the open position.

When cam 25 moves along direction X towards jaw 8a and
contacts cam follower 27, lever 70 rotates about axis L anti-
clockwise with respect to the orientation shown in FIG. 9. As
aresult, rod 71 and element 72 slide parallel to direction Z on
the opposite side of flaps 21. This causes the rotation of pins
24 and, therefore, of flaps 21 about relative axes C and
towards one another at first in the partly closed position and
then in the open position.

Cam follower 27 rotates together with jaw 8a about axis B
and slides along direction Z, when flaps 21 move from the
open position (FIG. 6) to the partly closed position (FIG. 8).

In other words, when flaps 21 move from the open position
to the partly closed position, the centre of spherical surface 34
of cam follower 27 moves along a three-dimensional trajec-
tory.

Differently, cam follower 27 only slides along direction X
when flaps 21 move from the partly closed position (FIG. 8)
to the fully closed position (FIG. 9), due to the fact that jaws
8a, 856 are set in the seal position during this movement.

Cam follower 27 comprises a spherical surface 34 (FIGS.
3,4, 6,7 and 10) contacting cam 25. In this way, cam follower
27 can remain in contact with surface 26 of cam 25 even when
the centre of surface 34 moves along a three-dimensional
trajectory as described above.

In actual use, tube 2, filled with the liquid food product, is
fed along axis A and sealed along longitudinal sealing band
44.

In detail, as each assembly 6; 6' moves down onto relative
slide 7, corresponding jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 8%' are arranged in the
seal position, so as to grip tube 2 with a downward vertical
component of motion equal to the travelling speed of tube 2.
At the same time, half-shells 20 reach the closed position.
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More specifically, jaws 8a, 85; 84', 85' of assembly 6; 6' are
brought together to gradually deform tube 2 and flatten it at its
cross section at which sealing device 14 seal the two super-
imposed portion of packaging material, thus forming bands
45, 46.

Indetail, sealing device 14 of one assembly 6 seals package
3 at the bottom, and subsequently sealing device 14 of the
other assembly 6 seals the top of package 3.

On nearing the bottom dead-center position of the down-
ward travel of each forming assembly 6; 6', jaws 8a, 8b; 84,
85" move from the relative seal positions to the relative rest
position and release formed package 3. Similarly, half-shells
20 move from the relative closed position to the relative open
position.

Jaws 8a, 8b; 8a', 85' remain in the respective rest positions
and move upwards. On nearing the top dead-center position
of'the upward travel of each forming assembly 6; 6', jaws 8a,
8b; 84, 85 begin closing thus reaching at first the intermedi-
ate position and then the seal position by the time they begin
moving down.

The movements of the two forming assemblies 6, 6' are
obviously offset by a half cycle: forming assembly 6 travels
upwards with jaws 8a, 85 open, at the same time as forming
assembly 6' travels downwards with jaws 8a', 85' closed, so as
to avoid interference.

The movement of jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 85' from the relative rest
positions and to the relative seal positions is superimposed to
the movement of flaps 21 from relative open positions to the
relative partly closed positions.

In greater detail, flaps 21:

are arranged in the open position (FIGS. 6, 10 and 12) and

move together with jaws 8a, 85; 84', 85", when jaws 8a,
8b; 8a', 86' move from the rest position to the interme-
diate position;

moverelative to jaws 8a, 85; 8a', 85' from the open position

in the partly closed position (FIGS. 8 and 12) but not yet
contact tube 2, when the jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 85" are in the
intermediate position;
remain in the partly closed position and move together with
jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 85, when jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 85' move
from the intermediate position to the seal position;

contact tube 2 in the partly closed position before that jaws
8a, 8b; 8a', 85 have reached the seal position, so as to
control the shape and/or the orientation of tube 2 and in
particular to prevent tube 2 from twisting about axis A;

move relative to jaws 8a, 8b; 8a', 86' from the partly closed
position to the fully closed position (FIG. 9), after that
jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 85" have reached the seal position, so as
to form flaps 56; and

move relative to jaws 8a, 8b; 84', 85' from the fully closed

position to the open position, when jaws 8a, 8b; 84, 8%'
are still in the seal position.

Furthermore, directions D of flaps 21 and direction X
define (FIG. 12):

angle o.,, when flaps 21 are in the partly closed position and

jaws 8a, 8b are in the intermediate position;

angle o, when flaps 21 are in the fully closed position and

form flaps 56 and jaws 8a, 85 are in the seal position; and
angle ., larger than angle a.,, when flaps 21 are in the open
position, after that sealing device 14 has formed sealing
bands 45, 46, and jaws 8a, 85 are still in the seal position.

The operation of unit 1 and flaps 21 is described more in
detail in the following with reference to jaws 8a, 85 and
assembly 6 only, and starting from a configuration in which
jaws 8a, 8b are in the rest position, cam 25 is in the first
position (FIGS. 6, 10), stop element 85 contacts the end of
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curved portion closer to abutting element 75, and flaps 21 are
elastically loaded by spring 74 in the open position.

More precisely, in this configuration, cam 25 is detached
from cam follower 27 along direction X and spring 74 loads
rod 71 and element 72 on the opposite side of lever 70, thus
keeping flaps 21 in the open position.

When jaws 8a, 85 begin to move from the rest position to
the intermediate position and then to the seal position, device
28 is actuated to move cam 25 from the first position to the
second position along direction X and mechanism 29 move
flaps 21 from the open position to the partly closed position.

In greater detail, motor 30 drives in rotation shaft 32 about
axis F, thanks to the action of shaft 31 and belt 33.

Due to the fact that surfaces 61, 62 of rod 60 are eccentri-
cally engaged by shaft 31 and rod 65, the rotation of shaft 32
about axis F causes the movement of rod 60 back and forth
along axis A and along direction X.

Due to the fact that surfaces 63 of rod 60 are eccentrically
engaged by pins 66 of cam 25, the above described movement
of rod 60 results in the movement of cam 25 from the first
position to the second position along direction X and towards
jaw 8a, 8b.

Surface 26 of cam 25 at first contacts (FIG. 7) surface 34 of
cam follower 27 and then causes the tilting of cam follower 27
and, then, of lever 70 about axis L (FIG. 8).

In detail, cam follower 27 is pushed towards flaps and
block 76 is moved away from flaps 21 along direction Z.

As aresult of the above movement of block 76, rod 71 and
element 72 move along direction Z from jaw 8a towards
abutting element 75, thus compressing spring 74.

The movement of element 72 along direction Z and
towards abutting element 75 causes the rotation of pins eccen-
trically about respective axes C, thus displacing flaps 21 in the
partly closed position.

Cam 25 is arrested in the second position (FIG. 8), so that
also flaps 21 are arrested in the partly closed position.

At this stage, flaps 21 do not yet contact tube 2.

When jaws 8a, 85 move from the intermediate position to
the seal position, flaps 21 remain in the partly closed position
and contact tube 2 before that sealing device 14 form bands
45, 46, thus contributing in controlling the twisting of tube 2
about axis A.

It is important to stress that cam 25 pushes cam follower 27
along direction X when cam follower 27 is rotating together
with jaw 8a about axis B.

Accordingly, as cam 25 moves from the first position to the
second position along direction X, cam follower 27 moves
along a three-dimensional trajectory and surface 34 remains
in contact with surface 26, due to its spherical shape.

Afterwards, jaw 8a, 85 reach the seal position and form
band 55 (56) of package 3, the volume of which is controlled
by half-shells 20.

At the same time, device 28 further moves cam 25 from the
second position to the third position (FIG. 9) along direction
X, and mechanism 29 move flaps 21 towards one another
from the partly closed position to the fully closed position.

In detail, cam 25 is arrested in the third position, so that
flaps 21 are arrested in the fully closed position, thus forming
flaps 56 of package 3.

Atthis stage, jaws 8a, 85 reach the seal position and device
28 moves back cam 25 from the third position to the first
position.

In particular, cam 25 is moved back along direction X and
on the opposite side of jaws 8a, 8b.

When cam 25 is again detached from cam follower 27,
spring 74 extends on the opposite side of abutting element 75,
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thus thrusting also block 76, rod 71 and element 72 on the
opposite side of abutting element 75 and towards flaps 21.

As aresult, flaps 21 rotate away from each other about axes
C up to the open position and lever 70 is tilted about axis L. in
such a way that cam follower 27 approaches cam 25.

Flaps 21 are arrested in the open position by the abutment
of stop element 85 against the edge of curved portion 84
closer to abutting element 75 (FIG. 10).

At this stage, jaws 8a, 85 move back to the rest position.

The advantages of unit 1 and the method according to the
present invention will be clear from the above description.

In particular, flaps 21 may be arranged in the partly closed
position, which is arranged between the open position and the
fully closed position.

In this way, on the one hand, flaps 21 may be set in the
partly closed position in which they contact tube before that
jaws 8a, 8b; 8a', 8b' reach the seal position.

On the other hand, flaps 21 are set in the open position after
that jaws 8a, 8b; 84, 85' reach the seal position have formed
sealing band 45, 46.

In other words, unit 1 features an angle o.,—between the
partly closed position and the fully closed position of flaps
21—smaller than angle o.,—between the partly closed posi-
tion and the fully closed position of flaps 21.

Accordingly, unit 1 is particularly suitable for forming
packages 3 from a packaging material having a particular
high stiftness and by using sealing device 14 formed by
sonotrode 16 and anvil 17.

As a matter of fact, even with a particularly stiff packaging
material stretched for a particularly long stroke by jaws 8a,
8b; 8a', 80, larger angle a, allows to avoid interference
between flaps 56 of formed package 3 and flaps 21.

On the other side, flaps 21, when arranged in the partly
closed position, contact tube 2, so contributing in controlling
the twisting of tube 2 about axis A.

In this way, the risk that this twisting could impair the
overlapping of opposite edges of tube 2 at sealing band 44 is
dramatically reduced.

Furthermore, the Applicant has found that the reduced
value of angle o, reduces the tendency of tube 2 to axially
collapse. In particular, the Applicant has found that the
reduced value of angle o, results the risk of cracking the areas
of the package 3 close to the sealing bands 45, 46 and/or
bending the opposite lateral edges of sealing bands 45, 46.

Finally, surface 34 cooperating with cam 25 is spherical.

In this way, cam follower 27 can remain in contact with
surface 26 of cam 25, even when the centre of surface 34
moves along a three-dimensional trajectory.

As aresult, surface 34 remains in contact with surface 26 of
cam 25, when cam follower 27:

both rotates about axis B together with jaws 8a; 8a' moving

from the intermediate position and the seal position; and
translates along direction X by cam 25 moving from the
first position to the second position.

Clearly, changes may be made to unit 1 and the method as
described herein without, however, departing from the scope
of the accompanying Claims.

In particular, flaps 21 could move between relative open
positions, partly closed position and fully closed positions by
using a pneumatic cylinder or a hydraulic system.

Furthermore, sealing device 14 could comprise, instead of
sonotrode 16 and anvil 17, a heating induction system.

The invention claimed is:

1. A packaging unit for producing sealed packages from a
tube of a sheet packaging material fed, in use, along a feed
path having a first axis;
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each said package comprising a pair of axially opposite
sealing bands, a main body and two axially opposite
pairs of folded flaps projecting on opposite lateral side of
said main body;
said unit comprising:
jaw means movable cyclically along said path between a
seal position in which they grip and seal said tube to
formsaid sealing bands, and a rest position in which they
are detached from said tube; and

folding flaps fitted movably to said jaw means;

said folding flaps being movable between:

an open position in which they are detached, in use, from

said tube; and

afully closed position in which they cooperate, in use, with

said tube for forming, in each said package, one pair of
said folded flaps;

said jaw means being also cyclically movable in a plurality

of intermediate positions, which are set between said
rest position and said seal position;

wherein said folding flaps are movable relative to said jaws

means into a partly closed position, which is arranged
between said open position and said fully closed posi-
tion;

said folding flaps being movable relative to said jaw means

into said partly closed position, when said jaw means are
set, in at least one of said intermediate positions.

2. The packaging unit of claim 1, wherein said folding flaps
are movable, when set in said open position, together with
said jaws means, when said jaw means move, in use, from said
rest position to said at least one of said intermediate positions.

3. The packaging unit of claim 2, wherein said folding flaps
are movable, when set in said partly closed position, together
with said jaw means up to a position in which said folding
flaps contact, in use, said tube so as to control the orientation
and/or the shape of said tube before that said jaw means reach,
in use, said seal position.

4. The packaging unit of claim 1, wherein said folding flaps
are movable between said partly closed and said fully closed
position and/or between said fully closed position and said
open position, when said jaw means are set, in use, in said seal
position.

5. The packaging unit of claim 1, wherein said folding flaps
stop in said partly closed position.

6. The packaging unit of claim 1, wherein said folding flaps
extend along respective first directions;

each first direction and a second direction orthogonal to

said first axis defining a first angle ranging between 50
and 56 degrees, when said folding flaps are arranged in
said partly closed position;

each said first direction and said first axis defining a second

angle greater than said first angle, when said folding
flaps are arranged in said open position;

said second angle ranging between 77 and 82 degrees.

7. The packaging unit of claim 6, wherein said cam is
adjustable in a second direction transversal to said path.

8. The packaging unit of claim 1, wherein said unit further
comprises a cam cooperating with a cam follower which is
operatively connected to said folding flaps and hinged to said
jaw means for moving said folding flaps from at least one of
towards the remaining two of said open position, said partly
closed position and said fully closed position.

9. The packaging unit of claim 8, wherein said cam fol-
lower has an at least partly spherical surface cooperating with
said cam.

10. The packaging unit of claim 8, comprising:

a lever hinged about a second axis to said jaw means;
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at least one movable element operatively connected to said
folding flaps and carried by said jaw means;

a spring interposed between said jaw means and said ele-
ment and pre-loading said element towards a position in
which said movable element keeps, in use, said folding
flaps in said at least one of said open position, said partly
closed position and said fully closed position; and

said lever being connected, on one of said second axis, to
said cam follower and being operatively connected, on
the other side of said second axis, to said element.

11. The packaging unit of claim 1, wherein each of the
folding flaps includes a plate configured to contact and shape
the tube when the folding flaps are in the partly closed posi-
tion, wherein the plate contacts the tube before the jaws are in
the sealing position.

12. A method of producing sealed packages from a tube of
a sheet packaging material fed along a feed path having a first
axis; each said package comprising a pair of axially opposite
sealing bands, a main body and two axially opposite pairs of
folded flaps projecting on opposite lateral side of said main
body;

said method comprising:

controlling jaw means between a rest position in which
they are detached from said tube, and a seal position in
which they grip and seal said tube to form said sealing
bands; and

controlling folding flaps between an open position in
which they are detached from said tube and a fully
closed position in which they fold said tube, so as to form
one pair of said folded flaps;

said controlling of the jaw means comprising moving said
jaw means from said rest position to a plurality of inter-
mediate positions, which are set between said rest posi-
tion and said seal position;

wherein said controlling of the folding flaps comprises
moving said folding flaps relative to said jaw means into
a partly closed position which is arranged between said
open position and said fully closed position, when said
jaw means are set in at least one of said intermediate
positions.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein said controlling of

said folding flaps comprises:

moving said folding flaps together with said jaw means
during said moving said jaw means from said rest posi-
tion to said at least one of said intermediate positions;

keeping said folding flaps into said open position during
said moving said jaw means from said rest position to an
intermediate position; and

moving said folding flaps relative to said jaw means and
from said open position to said partly closed position,
when said jaw means are in said at least one of said
intermediate positions.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein said controlling of
said jaw means comprises moving said jaw means from said
atleast one of said intermediate positions to said seal position;

said controlling of said folding flaps comprising moving
said folding flaps together with said jaw means up to a
position in which said folding flaps contact said tube
before said jaw means reach said seal position, during
said moving said jaw means from said intermediate posi-
tion to said seal position.

15. The method of claim 12, wherein said of controlling of
said folding flaps comprises moving said folding flaps from
said partly closed position to said fully closed position and/or
between said fully closed position to said open position, when
said jaw means are set in said seal position.
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16. The method of claim 12, comprising arresting said

folding flaps into said partly closed position.

17. A packaging unit for producing a formed package from

a tube of a sheet packaging material fed along a feed path
having a first axis;

the formed package comprising a pair of axially opposite
sealing bands, a main body and two axially opposite
pairs of folded flaps projecting on opposite lateral sides
of the main body;

the packaging unit comprising:

jaws configured to move between a seal position in which
the jaws grip and seal the tube to form the sealing bands,
and a rest position in which the jaws are out of contact
with the tube;

folding flaps configured to move relative to the jaws;

a cam configured to move the folding flaps between an
open position in which the folding flaps are out of con-
tact with the tube, a fully closed position in which the
folding flaps contact the tube for forming one pair of the
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folded flaps, and a partly closed position between the
open position and the fully closed position; and

the cam being configured to move the folding flaps relative

to the jaws into the partly closed position when the jaws
are at an intermediate position between the seal position
and the rest position.

18. The packaging unit of claim 17, wherein the packaging
unit further comprises a cam follower operatively connected
to the folding flaps and hinged to one jaw of the jaws, the cam
contacting the cam follower to move the folding flaps
between the open position and the fully closed position, the
folding flaps moving relative to the jaws.

19. The packaging unit of claim 18, wherein each of the
folding flaps includes a plate configured to contact and shape
the tube when the folding flaps are in the partly closed posi-
tion, wherein the plate contacts the tube before the jaws are in
the sealing position.



